296                 EVALUATION OF THE ROLE OF MICROBIOLOGICAL CRITERIA

has been a separation of the sutures. Microorganisms present on the shell
may also be introduced onto meats during the cracking operation.

Bacterial growth on nut meats is rarely a problem due to their low aw.
An exception is the coconut, which may develop leaks, become contam-
inated, and then support growth of various species, including salmonellae,
in the coconut milk (Schaffner et al., 1967). When present, salmonellae
may survive the drying process given to coconut meat. Elimination of the
pathogen depends upon pasteurization in hot water prior to drying.

Peanuts (Arachis hypogaea) are subject to contamination from soil fungi,
including species that produce aflatoxins. Mold growth may occur prior
to harvest or when the peanuts have been dried insufficiently or stored
under humid conditions (Marth and Calanog, 1976). Tree nuts such as
pecans, almonds, pistachios, and Brazil nuts also may contain aflatoxins.
The molds often are introduced via insect penetration.

Need for Microbiological Criteria

Nut meats are used primarily as ingredients of foods such as bakery
products. Because they can be a source of spoilage organisms, purchase
specifications for nut meats may contain limits on the microorganisms of
concern such as molds.

Epidemiological evidence indicates that nut meats are not a significant
vehicle of foodborne disease. However, a microbiological standard does
exist in that the Food and Drug Administration has taken the position that
the presence of Escherichia coli on nut meats is evidence of filth and thus
adulteration; apparently growers and processors usually can produce a
product that is free of this organism.

Salmonellae have been a problem in dried, coconut; therefore, these
products should be tested for this pathogen. The presence of aflatoxins in
nut meats is a chronic problem, especially in peanuts and peanut products.
Standards that place limits on the permitted concentration of unavoidable
toxins should be continued (see Chapter 8 and this chapter, part N).
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